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perfection; through Art, and through Art only, that we can
shield ourselves from the sordid perils of actual existence. This
results not merely from the fact that nothing that one can
imagine is worth doing, and that one can imagine everything,
but from the subtle law that emotional forces, like the forces
of the physical sphere, are limited in extent and energy. One
can feel so much, and no more. And how can it matter with
what pleasure life tries to tempt one, or with what pain it seeks
to maim and mar one's soul, if in the spectacle of the lives of
those who have never existed one has found the true secret of
joy, and wept away one's tears over their deaths who, like
Cordelia and the daughter of Brabantio, can never die?

Ernest. Stop a moment. It seems to me that in everything
that you have said there is something radically immoral.

Gilbert. All art is immoral.

Ernest. All art?

Gilbert. Yes. For emotion for the sake of emotion is the
aim of art, and emotion for the sake of action is the aim of
life, and of that practical organization of life that we call
society. Society, which is the beginning and basis of morals,
exists simply for the concentration of human energy, and in
order to ensure its own continuance and healthy stability it
demands, and no doubt rightly demands, of each of its citizens
that he should contribute some form of productive labour to
the common weal, and toil and travail that the day's work may
be done. Society often forgives the criminal; it never forgives
the dreamer. The beautiful sterile emotions that art excites
in us are hateful in its eyes, and so completely are people
dominated by the tyranny of this dreadful social ideal that
they are always coming shamelessly up to one at Private Views
and other places that are open to the general public, and saying
in a loud stentorian voice, "What are you doing?" whereas
**What are you thinking?" is the only question that any single
civilized being should ever be allowed to whisper to another.
They mean well, no doubt, these honest beaming folk. Perhaps
that is the reason why they are so excessively tedious. But
some one should teach them that while, in the opinion of society,
Contemplation is the gravest sin of which any citizen can be
guilty, in the opinion of the highest culture it is the proper
occupation of man.

Ernest. Contemplation?

Gilbert. Contemplation. I said to you some time ago that
it was far more difficult to talk about a thing than to do it.